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THE TYPICAL FORM AND THE SERIES OF FORMS 

Professor Dr. Julius Roll 

Under the title "Artentypen und Formenreihen bei den Torfmoosen" 
I published in 1888 an article in No. 22-26 of the Botanical Centralblatt. An 
article by Mr. LeRoy Andrews of Ithaca, New York, published under the 
title "Dr. Roll's Proposals for the Nomenclature of Sphagnum" in The 
Bryologist, Vol. XIII, January, 1910, makes it necessary for me to refer to 
the afore mentioned article. 

1 have not created a new system of Sphagnology as he supposes, but 
have merely recommended a new method of enquiry into the science, a 
method which I have applied in my publication " Zur Systematik der Torf- 
moose" (1886) which instead of describing types of species (Artentypen), 
puts a series of forms (Formenreihen) together and describes them. I hold 
that as the Sphagna are particularly fertile in producing new forms it is 
advisable to observe and investigate these forms as a series, rather than 
according to the older method which presupposes, or chooses, one constant 
central point, taking some arbitrary specimen from a herbarium as a basis. 
Certainly we are faced here by two methods, the old method, which first 
describes the type and then seeks the related forms, and the new method, 
which lays greater stress on investigation of forms as they appear in nature, 
and which arranges these forms in series according to their common attri- 
butes and their respective affinities. 

Constant investigation and discovery of new forms and the placing of 
such in their respective series works towards an ever increasing perfection 
of series but of course, according to this method the typical form becomes a 
moveable point, so that its determination is of decreasing value. But I have 
never denied the binomial character of my series of forms (Formenreihen). 
I have always given them the usual two names, the generic name and the 
name of the species and any one is welcome as far as I am concerned to con- 
sider any form as forma typica. 

It is a fact to be taken into account that the new method is being used 
more and more for genera and species so rich in forms as Brya, and Har- 
pidia (Drepanocladus), for Cirsium, Hieracium, Viola, Rosa, Rubus, 
Salix, as in Zoology. This agrees with the principles of the theory of evo- 
lution. 

I have also protested against the renaming of the species and of my 
series of forms and their varieties and kinds, as being against the Interna- 
tional Rules of Botany. Neither is it credible that by merely renaming a 
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series of forms a central point can be created and become binomial, or that 
a variety or form can be created & forma typica thereby. 

Mr. Andrews objects to my rule that the definition (Diagnose) of a series 
of forms (Formenreihe) must be short. If it be grounded only on one form 
as e. g. Sphagnum rubellum Wils., one of the red acutifolia forms, as many 
Warnstorf species are based on one specimen, then the diagnosis must 
naturally be far reaching. Should, however, several forms be united in one 
series of forms (Formenreihe) the contents of the conception are enlarged, 
then the definition must logically be abridged. If therefore there should be 
added to the original Sphagnum rubellum Wils., which exists only in the red 
variety, green, yellow and pale forms, the attribute "red" is out of place 
and must be applied only to the particular variety. It is the same with the 
other differentiating attributes. The more varieties a " Formenreihe " has, 
or receives in course of time, the more do its characteristic attributes shrink, 
the simpler and shorter will the definition of the Formenreihe be. On the 
whole the capacity and extent of an idea stand in inverse ratio, or in other 
words the wider and larger its capacity the narrower and smaller is the 
extent of the diagnosis. 

I should not mention this well-known fact, if Mr. Andrews in ignoring 
this did not find in the short diagnosis of a long Formenreihe "an incom- 
plete description," and make it seem responsible for the difficulty of bring- 
ing single forms together in their proper places. This difficulty really exists. 
The cause, however, does not lie in the shortness of the diagnosis, but in 
Nature. A wide reaching definition makes no alteration in this. It would 
on the contrary make the classification even more difficult. For when one 
also includes in this definition the characteristics of the forms which do not 
belong to them, we get such expressions as: mostly, often, generally, here 
and there, now and then, seldom, and others which make a definition both 
confused, uncertain and impractical. In this way definitions would be no 
diagnosis of species, but remain diagnosis of forms. 

The adherents of the old method ignore the 'intermediate forms which 
are difficult to classify, the followers of the new method devote their atten- 
tion to just these forms ; they try to connect and not to separate species in 
their investigation of Sphagnum. They do not rest satisfied with the defi. 
nition of species, they do not allow a system to limit enquiry, they attempt 
to translate Nature's language by dint of close observation. To throw 
overboard transitory forms is a mistake easily explained by motives of con- 
venience, but the adherents of this method ignore such forms from a desire 
to deny an a priori species ; in fact they seem to regard connecting forms as 
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pernicious members of the chain of beings because they depreciate the value 
of the constant species and diminish the splendour of the forma typica; this 
is more than a blunder, it is an injustice to Nature. 

The new method of sphagnological investigation requires microscopi- 
cal study of the numerous forms as well as observation of the various cir- 
cumstances under which such forms are produced. Their great variety, 
their rich natural life, their development, their growth, their manifold vari- 
ation in size, form and color, both in water and on land, in light and shade, 
their adaptability to the nature of the ground, their dependence in geographi- 
cal position, on climate and on other meterological factors as well as on 
plants which grow in their neighborhood (mimicry), their common and differ- 
entiating characteristics — all these facts must be sudied before we venture 
to place them in their correct series of forms. The Sphagna are distin- 
guished in the above mentioned way from many other groups of plants less 
rich in variety, but I do not say that the new method of investigation should 
be limited to inquiry into Sphagna. 

It seems to me bad logic for Mr. Andrews to express hope that Warns- 
torf in his forthcoming work "Sphagnum Universalis" will present Formen- 
reihen rich in contents based on single specimens taken from a herbarium. 
Apart from the fact that this is the wrong way to form a perfect Formen- 
reihe and that not every plant specimen is a priori a. forma typica, it is 
impossible for one man to carry out the work. The formation of a single 
Formenreihe demands years of study. 

It appears to me that in consequence of the great wealth of variety in 
Sphagna forms and the hitherto defective exploration of swamps that the 
publication of a " Sphagnologia Universalis " is premature. In spite of this 
opinion we of course do not depreciate the value of such a work; we are 
grateful to its author especially when he in justice to the labors of others 
does not ignore nor rename their Formenreihe and forms, but respects the 
demands of the International Botanical Rules. We neither depreciate the 
work of the adherents of the old method nor the value of their method 
particularly in comprehensive compilatory works. 

Such critical remarks as I make in my proposals to the International 
Botanical Congress in Brussels are only made with a view to clear away 
hindrances to common action. Warnstorf has already made a beginning in 
this direction. He writes in the " Verhandlungen des botan. Ver. d. Prov. 
Brandenburg," 1907, p. 182, "Sphagnum plumulosum Roll, which name I 
now accept without reserve." 

My ideas of " Formenreihen " of the Sphagnum based upon my experi- 
ences in European swamps was confirmed twenty-two years ago by my 
experience in the swamps of North America. I conclude with the sincere 
hope that others may carry on and control the studies then made. This is a 
task more profitable than slighting varieties and forms, and defending 
constant species and their typical forms. Darmstadt, Germany. 



